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Abstract 
Several explanations have been offered to account for sex differences in 
academic achievement patterns. Two in particular have been looked at extensively 
in past research: learned helplessness/mastery orientation theory and attribution 
theory (explanatory style). Most studies look at these two explanations separately, 
but it seems important to examine them together. The present study explored how 
learning orientation, explanatory style and gender relate to children' s academic 
perfonnance. 
The hypotheses of this study were that more girls would fall into the helpless 
category, but would still be optimistic and would have higher grade point averages 
(GPA' s). More boys were expected to fall in the mastery-oriented category, yet 
they were expected to be more pessimistic and have lower GP A' s. Eighty-three 
third and fourth grade children completed two questionnaires, one looking at 
explanatory style and one looking at learning orientation. The results of a 3-way 
ANOV A indicated a significant two-way interaction between learning orientation 
and gender. Boys who scored higher on the mastery scale also had higher GP A' s . 
For girls the relationship was just the opposite. Girls who scored higher on the 
mastery scale had lower GP A' s. Complete discussion of the results will be 
presented with implications for practice and further research. 
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CHAPTER I 
literature Review 
Girls typically perform better than boys on verbal tasks, whereas boys 
perform better than girls on qualitative tasks such as solving math problems. These 
gender differences however are quite small, accounting for only 1 to 2% of variance, 
and these differences do not occur with regularity until the adolescent years (Eccles 
& Adler, 1984). Sex differences in high school course enrollment, college majors, 
and adult careers reflect a similar pattern; even though women are making advances 
in fields such as engineering and computer science, men still dominate these fields 
(Eccles & Adler, 1984). Several explanations have been offered to account for 
these sex differences in academic achievement patterns. Two in particular have 
been looked at extensively in past research: learned helplessness/mastery 
orientation theory and attribution theory (explanatory style). Most studies look at 
these two explanations separately but it may be important to examine them together. 
The research question of interest in the current study is, How do learning 
orientation, explanatory style and gender relate to children' s academic performance? 
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Learning Orientation 
The original formulation of the learned helplessness theory was derived from 
studies of operant and classical conditioning. It proposed that learned helplessness 
arises from an expectancy for reward or punishment and is based on reinforcement 
contingencies. Specifically learned helplessness arises when the organism perceives 
no true relationship between its actions and the environment and this results in 
demotivation, frustration, and depression (Seligman, 1975). Although the original 
theory was revolutionary in explaining learning deficits and depression, it did not 
account completely for individual differences. The theory was reformulated to 
allow it to expand beyond the strict behavioral stance and incorporate a cognitive-
behavioral approach (Petiprin & Johnson, 1991). In this reformulation, the theory 
shifted to an emphasis on attributional style as the primary determinant of the effects 
of noncontingent reinforcement situations. Also according to the reformulation, the 
explanations people give for good and bad outcomes influence their expectations 
about future outcomes. 
Three dimensions along which explanations can vary were said to influence 
the helplessness deficits that individuals experience following an event. These can 
be explored in terms of children' s perceptions of what caused the outcome(s). First, 
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causes can be stable in time (permanent) or they can be unstable (temporary). If a 
person explains a bad event by a cause that is stable, he or she will expect bad 
events to recur in the future and helplessness deficits will be chronic. Second, 
causes can affect many areas of an individual's life, or they can affect only one area. 
If a person explains a bad event by a cause that has global effects, he or she will 
expect bad events to occur in multiple domains and helplessness deficits will 
generalize across domains. Third, causes can either be internal or external to the 
individual. If a person explains a bad event by a cause internal to himself/herself, he 
or she will be more likely to have lower self esteem People who habitually explain 
bad events by internal, stable, and global causes and explain good events by 
external, unstable, specific causes will be more likely to experience general and 
lasting symptoms of helplessness. 
Research on learned helplessness has been examined in several life situations, 
but its role in the education process has been researched extensively. There appear 
to be important differences among children in their helplessness orientation by late 
elementary school. Additionally there is considerable support for two patterns of 
emotion, cognition, and performance when children confront challenging tasks. 
These have been labeled helpless and mastery-oriented (Smiley & Dweck, 1994 ). 
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When faced with failure feedback, helpless children experience negative affect, 
make negative self attributions of ability and decrease the amount of time spent on a 
task. They also inaccurately underestimate past performance and expect poor 
performance in the future. 
In contrast, mastery-oriented children experience more positive affect during 
challenging tasks, make self-instructing and self-motivating statements, focus on 
effort and strategies, and maintain or enhance their on- task performance. They 
accurately recall past performance, maintain positive self evaluations of ability and 
they have high expectations for future performance (Smiley & Dweck, 1994). 
Dweck & Gilliard (1975) have found that some children tend to explain academic 
failure in terms of stable and global causes (i.e., stupidity) and others explain 
success in terms of unstable, specific causes (i.e., luck). As predicted, explaining 
academic failure in terms of stable and global causes correlates with decreased 
persistence, decreased initiation of tasks, lowered quality of problem-solving 
strategies, and lowered expectation for future success (Hoeksema, Seligman, & 
Girgus, 1986). Those children that are mastery-oriented tend to explain bad events 
by external, unstable, and specific causes. 
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Further differences are seen by gender. Elementary aged girls are more 
likely than boys to exhibit helpless behaviors. Girls place less emphasis than boys 
on motivational factors, such as not studying hard enough or not trying, as 
determinants of failure and are more apt than boys to blame a lack of ability on their 
poor performance (Dweck, Davidson, Nelson, & Enna, 1978). This occurs on tasks 
in which girls are at least as proficient as boys. As one might expect from these 
attributional tendencies, girls are also more prone than boys to show decreased 
persistence following either failure, the threat of failure, or increased evaluative 
pressure (Dweck & Gilliard, 1975). For many years the development of these sex 
differences in response to failure feedback has been explained in terms of boys, and 
girls' general socialization experiences. It has been theorized that because of 
greater independence training, boys develop internal standards of excellence or 
autonomous achievement striving that allow them to become relatively independent 
of external evaluation. Girls without the benefit of comparable experience are 
thought to remain dependent on feedback from others to judge their ability on the 
adequacy of their performance (Barry, Bacon, & Child, 1957). 
Helplessness may also be due in part to the way children are treated by 
teachers in the classroom When teachers criticize girls, they tend to use stable and 
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global terms, commenting on, for instance, their intelligence or neatness (Diener & 
Dweck, 1980). In contrast, when boys are criticized, teachers are more likely to use 
more unstable and specific explanations such as accusing them of not paying 
attention, not concentrating, or not trying hard enough. Boys are criticized for their 
active behaviors in the classroom, since they are typically rowdier than girls are. In 
attempting to understand sex differences in learned helplessness with adult agents, 
namely teachers, Diener & Dweck (1980) suggested that one is faced with a 
paradox. In the grade school years, girls receive consistently higher grades, they are 
more favorably rated by teachers, and they receive less negative feedback in the 
classroom Thus girls academic/intellectual and social feedback should be telling 
them that they possess ability and are highly regarded. But this does not seem to be 
the case because they readily indict their abilities when they receive failure 
feedback. According to Diener & Dweck (1980) since girls are better behaved than 
boys and receive minirnal negative feedback from their teachers, when negative 
feedback is given concerning their ability or effort they tend to take it much harder 
and truly believe it. 
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Explanatory Style 
Explanatory style is a cognitive personality variable that reflects the habitual 
manner in which people explain the causes of bad events that befall on them 
(Peterson & Barrett, 1987). A person who explains bad events with internal, 
stable/permanent, and global causes is referred to as pessimistic, and shows more 
severe debilitation including passivity and poor problem solving. These people 
often think about bad things in terms of occurring "always" and "never" 
(permanent), give up on everything when failure strikes one area of their lives 
(global), blame themselves (internal), and are generally hopeless. A person who 
explains bad events with external, unstable /temporary, and specific causes is 
referred to as optimistic. These people think of bad events in terms of occurring 
"sometimes" and "lately", use qualifiers and blame bad events on transient 
conditions (temporary), only give up on one specific area they are having trouble in 
(specific), blame other people and circumstances (external), and are generally 
hopeful. Much of what is meant by optimism and pessimism refers to people's 
positive and negative predictions about personal failure. Just as some people look 
predominantly on the bright side of the current experience, others look on the dark 
side. 
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Fisher & Leitenberg (1986) did a study to examine explanatory style in 
elementary children. They assumed that in the "innocence" of life' s realities, young 
children who have their whole lives in front of them would be particularly biased 
toward an optimistic outlook. The Generalized Expectancy Success Scale (Fisher & 
Leitenberg, 1986), was completed by 583 children aged 9-13, and measured their 
perceptions of their distant personal future. The questionnaire consisted of 30 
statements, each containing the same stem: "In the future I expect that I will .... ". 
Seventeen items were phrased in the direction of success and thirteen in the 
direction of failure, and participants were asked to mark either true or false for each 
item The results confirmed their assumptions: children in this age range were 
generally quite optimistic about their long-term futures and minimally pessimistic. 
In this study no sex differences were found. 
A study done by Yates, Yates, & Lippett (1995) also examined explanatory 
style in pre-adolescent children. They were specifically concerned with the 
relationship between children's optimism and aspects of their achievement and 
motivation in the area of mathematics. Participants in this study were 145 4th, 6th, 
and 7th graders. The Children's Attributional Style Questionnaire (CASQ), a 48-
item forced choice measure of explanatory style was administered. Each item 
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presents a hypothetical event and two possible explanations for why that event 
occurred. Respondents are instructed to imagine the event is happening to them, 
and then choose which of the two explanations best describes why the event would 
happen to them Math scores from the PAT (Progressive Achievement Test) were 
obtained from the students' records. Results of this study showed that each of the 
CASQ indices (positive, negative, and composite) correlated with the current level 
of mathematics achievement and the largest correlation was found between 
achievement and the composite score. Also, sex differences were found on the 
CASQ on each of the three measures of explanatory style (positive, negative, and 
composite), with girls evidencing a more optimistic pattern. 
Interactions Between Learning Orientation and Explanatory Style 
According to the reformulated helplessness theory, explanatory style affects 
the conditions of helplessness (Seligman, 1990). Few studies have been conducted, 
however, that link helplessness with explanatory style and academic performance. 
A study was done by Peterson & Barrett (1987) which examined explanatory style 
and academic performance among college freshmen. They hypothesized that 
students who explain bad events with internal, stable, and global causes do poorly in 
their courses relative to students who use external, unstable, and specific causes. 
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When people face frustration and failure and have a negative explanatory style, they 
tend to behave in a fatalistic and passive manner. Very few college students pass 
through a course without experiencing setbacks along the way: a difficult problem 
set, a failed quiz, a lost textbook, an unintelligible lecture, and so on. Successful 
students are those who respond to such events with renewed effort, whereas 
unsuccessful students are those who give up. Explanatory style should also affect 
students' characteristic approach to studying and learning. If they attribute setbacks 
to something about themselves and to factors that are long lasting and pervasive (I 
am stupid), then they are not going to work hard for long if at all. But if they 
attribute setbacks to circumscribed causes that are external (the teacher did not think 
through that assignment) then they are more likely to keep trying to excel. 
According to their hypothesis, therefore, the link between causal explanations and 
subsequent behavior is mediated by the individual's expectancy. The logic here is 
similar to that of the reformulated helplessness theory. The major contribution 9f 
this theory is the suggestion that individuals have a habitual explanatory style that 
predisposes their particular causal explanations. 
Peterson and Barrett (1987) used a combination of these variables with 
college students. Specifically they asked the participants to describe five academic 
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goals they had for their freshman year of college. The Attributional Style 
Questionnaire was administered to identify their explanatory style. SAT scores and 
grade point averages were obtained from the students ' records. Lastly, they were 
given a questionnaire that addressed coping with academic failures. The results of 
this study link academic achievement among college freshmen with individual 
differences in explanatory style and suggested that negative explanatory style 
(pessimism) was associated with nonspecific academic goals as well as a decreased 
use of academic advising; these in turn, were associated with poorer grades. 
Gender differences were not explored in this study. 
Another study that examined explanatory style, helplessness, and academic 
achievement was conducted by Hoeksema, Seligman & Girgus (1986). This study 
looked specifically at elementary aged children. To measure explanatory style, 168 
children, aged 8 through 11 were given the CASQ. To measure achievement, scores 
on the California Achievement test were obtained from school records. To measure 
helplessness, teachers completed a rating scale of helpless behaviors in the 
classroom for each student. The results showed that a pessimistic explanatory style 
was significantly associated with lower levels of achievement and more helpless 
behaviors in the classroom This study concluded that children who were 
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pessimistic (explained bad events by internal, stable, and global causes) showed 
more achievement related problems and children who were not having achievement 
problems tended to be more optimistic (explained bad events by external, unstable, 
and specific causes). In this study gender differences were not addressed. 
Summary of Gender Differences 
A pessimistic explanatory style seems to be associated with lower academic 
performance and also with helpless behaviors. Research shows that late elementary 
girls tend to display helpless behaviors more often than boys in the classroom 
despite the fact that girls tend to receive better grades. (Diener & Dwec~ 1980; 
Dweck et al 1978). According to Seligman (1990), and Yates, Yates, & Lippett 
(1995), girls tend to be more optimistic than boys in the early elementary years; 
however, other researchers have found no differences between boys and girls in 
their explanatory style (Fisher & Leitenburg, 1986). There is no adequate 
explanation for why girls who tend to make better grades and either do not differ or 
are more optimistic than boys in elementary school should also demonstrate more 
helpless behavior. But it is still assumed that girls will develop more helpless 
behaviors which will thus affect their explanatory style and their academic 
performance in the years to come. They will attribute their failure or their potential 
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failure to their abilities and may avoid taking many science and math classes that 
boys enroll in (Shakeshaft, 1994). 
Pessimistic explanations of failure undermine trying. They produce 
hopelessness and passivity in the face of failure, whereas optimistic explanations are 
the underpinnings of perceiving failures as challenges, reacting with activity and 
feelings of hope. According to Seligman (1995), on average men and women do 
not differ in overall optimism. However, men are optimistic about work, attributing 
failure to temporary, local, and external causes, and are pessimistic about 
interpersonal failures involving permanent, pervasive and personal causes. Women 
are just the opposite: they are optimistic about social setbacks, but pessimistic about 
achievement. In this generation, women have entered the job market in 
unprecedented numbers and have had much success. But plenty of barriers still 
remain including the slower pace of promotions, the so called glass ceiling , and 
lower salaries (Hyde, 1996). When girls fail in achievement situations, they hear 
pessimistic explanations about their lack of ability and they have been socially 
conditioned to believe them Boys hear and believe that failure can be overcome if 
they just try harder, behave, and pay attention. So as girls become women they 
carry the burden of an explanatory style that sees failure at work as permanent; boys 
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maturing into men learn a explanatory style in which failure can be conquered by 
working harder and they become more consumed with their work (Seligman, 1995). 
Summary and Expectations 
Few studies have incorporated all three variables,(explanatory style, learning 
orientation, and gender), much less for their specific relations with achievement as 
an outcome variable. The proposed study investigates how all three of these are 
related to each other and to achievement. 
Children, both boys and girls, who fall within the optimistic/mastery-
oriented category should have the highest academic performances. Based on 
previous research by Dweck et al. (1978), Diener and Dweck (1980), Dweck and 
Gilliard (1975), and Seligman (1990; 1995), more girls are expected to fall in the 
helpless category and more boys are expected in the mastery-oriented category. 
Since pessimism seems to be associated with helpless behaviors it could be that 
more girls would fall into the pessimistic category, but Seligman (1990) and Yates, 
Yates, & Lippett (1995) suggested that elementary aged girls are more optimistic 
than are elementary aged boys. So it may be that the majority of girls will fall into 
the helpless/optimistic category. Optimism seems to be associated with mastery 
behaviors and because more boys tend to fall within the mastery-oriented category, 
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one would assume that boys should be more optimistic than girls. However this 
does not tend to be true. According to Seligman (1990), boys are less optimistic 
than girls until junior high when girls shift to being more pessimistic than boys. So 
the majority of boys may be pessimistic but still fall within the mastery oriented 
category. It is also expected by this researcher that those children who exhibit 
helpless behaviors would have lower academic performances based on previous 
research by Hoeksema, Seligman, and Girgus (1982), Smiley and Dweck (1994), 
and Peterson and Barrett (1987). In summary, it is expected that more girls will fall 
into the helpless category, but more girls will be optimistic and will have higher 
GPA s. More boys are expected to fall in the mastery-oriented category, yet they 
are expected to be more pessimistic and have lower GPA s. These expectations, 
however, go against the idea that helpless behaviors are related to pessimism and 
mastery-oriented behaviors are related to optimism 
Limitations of Past Research 
Many studies have been conducted that examined only explanatory style or 
only leaning orientation in elementary aged children. Few studies though have 
looked at the relationship between explanatory style, learning orientation, and 
academic performance in elementary aged children. Peterson and Barrett (1987) 
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looked at these variables together but their participants were college freshmen. 
Hoeksema, Seligman, & Girgus (1986) examined these variables with elementary 
aged children as participants and found that pessimism was significantly associated 
with lower levels of achievement and more helpless behaviors in the classroom, but 
gender differences were not addressed. No studies were found that addressed the 
relationship between explanatory style, learning orientation, gender, and academic 
performance. 
Significance of Study 
The majority of the studies concerning explanatory style and learning 
orientation were conducted in the 1980's, over a decade ago. Many things in 
today's society have since changed. The current study will yield important 
information about how children's explanatory style and learning orientation have or 
have not changed over the past decade. This information should be helpful to 
elementary teachers in their classrooms and make them more aware of the negative 
feedback that they give to students and the effects that it may have on them 
Participants 
CHAPTER II 
Method 
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In this study, participants were 83 third and fourth grade boys (n=33) and 
girls (n=50). Participants ranged in age from 8 to 11 . All third and fourth grade 
students from a school in a stable university community were asked to participate 
and only a very small number of them chose not to. 
Measures 
Explanatory Style. To measure explanatory style, the Children' s Attributional 
Style Questionnaire (CASQ) (Seligman, 1990) was used. This is a 48 item forced 
choice questionnaire. Each item presents a hypothetical event and two possible 
explanations for why the event occurred. Respondents are instructed to imagine that 
the event is happening to them and then choose which of the two explanations best 
describes why the event happened. It is scored by totaling bad scores (pessimistic 
responses) and good scores (optimistic responses). The bad score total is then 
subtracted from the good score total to give an overall score. An average overall 
girl score is 6.5 and an average overall boy score is 5.0. If a girl 
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scores lower than 5.0 then she is considered to be somewhat pessimistic and if she 
scores lower than 4 she is considered to be very pessimistic. If a boy scores lower 
than 3.0 he is considered to be somewhat pessimistic and a score of less than 1.5 is 
considered very pessimistic. For girls a score of 5 and below was recorded as 
pessimistic and for boys a score of 3 and below was recorded as pessimistic. 
Generally, the reliability of this test has been questioned, but it does have adequate 
test-retest reliability, ranging from .51 to .67 (Nolen-Hoeksema, Girgus, and 
Seligman, 1992). 
Learning Orientation (Learned Helplessness/Mastery Oriented). To measure 
learning orientation, a subscale of the Intellectual Achievement Responsibility Scale 
(IAR) (Crandall, Katkovsky, & Crandall, 1965) was administered. This 
questionnaire consists of 34 forced choice items. It measures beliefs in internal 
versus external reinforcement responsibility exclusively in intellectual-academic 
achievement situations. Each item on the scale depicts either a success or failure 
achievement situation followed by two alternative explanations for the event: an 
external attribution is contrasted with either an effort or an ability attribution. A 
subscale of ten items on the IAR focuses specifically on lack of effort versus 
external factors as the cause of failure (Craske, 1985). This subscale is used to 
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identify helpless children and mastery-oriented children. In scoring the subscale one 
point is awarded for each effort attribution. Children scoring 6 or below are placed 
in the helpless group and those scoring 7 or above are placed in the mastery-
oriented group. There is not much data on the reliability of this scale either, but 
consistency of children's IAR responses over time are moderately high. Crandall et 
al. (1965) obtained a test-retest reliability of .76. 
Achievement. Children's self reported grades (GP A) from the most recent 
grading period were used to measure achievement. Children reported their grades, 
under teacher supervision, on the day report cards were given out. An average 
grade was calculated from the grades reported in Math, Reading, Science and Social 
Studies using a 4-point grading scale (range 0-4, with 4=A and O=F). 
Procedure 
After pennission from one of the student' s parents was obtained, a day and 
time were arranged in which the two questionnaires were handed out to ~ entire 
class. Students who did not have parent permission to participate either finished 
uncompleted work, read a book, or sat and listened. The examiner tape recorded 
the two questionnaires and the tapes were played for the students as they read along 
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and answered each question. Completion of the questionnaires took approximately 
20 minutes and were collected by the examiner upon completion. 
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CHAPTER Ill 
Results 
The children surveyed reported relatively high grade point averages, with a 
mean of 3.37 for both boys and girls. The mean score on the IAR for girls was 3.31 
and 3.36 for boys, for a combined average of 3.36. Overall, 47 students described 
themselves as helpless and 36 reported a mastery orientation. The mean score on 
the CASQ for the sample as a whole was 3.36. The average CASQ score for girls 
was 3.34 and for boys it was 3.42. The majority of students(!!= 55) described their 
explanatory style as optimistic. Table 1 presents an overview of how grade point 
averages were related to explanatory style and learning orientation. 
Table 1 
Mean Grade Point Averages 
Girls Boys Overall 
Explanatory Style 
Optimistic 3.44 (32) 3.30 (23) 3.38 (55) 
Pessimistic 3.24 (18) 3.53 (10) 3.34 (28) 
Learning Orientation* 
Mastery 3.06 (19) 3.50 (17) 3.27 (36) 
Helpless 3.55 (31) 3.22 (16) 3.44 (47) 
Overall GPA 3.37 (SO) 3.37 (33) 
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(*Note: *significant learning orientation x gender interaction. Number of students 
is included in the parentheses.) 
To assess whether there were explanatory style and learning orientation 
differences in this sample, a 3-way analysis of variance was run on GP A with 
explanatory style (optimistic, pessimistic), learning orientation (mastery, helpless), 
and gender (male, female) as the three factors (see Table 2). A significant 3-way 
interaction was not found~= .395); however, a significant 2-way interaction was 
found between learning orientation and gender (F=8.73, 12< .01). As indicated in 
Table 1, boys who scored higher on the mastery category also had higher GPA's 
than those boys who scored higher on the helpless category (3.50 vs 3.22). For girls 
this relationship was just the opposite. Girls who scored higher on the mastery 
category had lower GPA' s than the girls who scored higher on the helpless category 
(3.06 vs 3.55). No other interactions or main effects were found to be significant. 
Although not significant, this study also found that overall girls exhibited more 
helpless behaviors than boys (31 VS 16). 
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Table 2 
Mean GPA as a Function of Explanatory Style and Learning Orientation for Boys 
and Girls 
Learning Orientation Explanatory Style 
Mastery Optimistic Pessimistic 
Girls 3.21 (13) 2.75 (6) 
Boys 3.42 (14) 3.90 (3) 
Helpless 
Girls 3.60 (19) 3.48 (12) 
Boys 3.10 (9) 3.37 (7) 
(Note: Number of students in parentheses) 
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CHAPTERN 
Discussion 
How learning orientation, explanatory style, and gender relate to children's 
academic performance was the question of interest in this study. This study found 
that overall, more children were helpless and that girls exhibited more helpless 
behaviors than boys. These results were consistent with past findings (e.g., Diener 
& Dweck, 1980; Dweck & Gilliard, 1975; Dweck, Davidson, Nelson & Enna, 
1978; Barry, Bacon & Chil~ 1957). 
Consistent with the past findings of Fisher and Leitenberg (1986) this study 
found that overall, elementary aged children are generally optimistic; however, a 
new finding was also revealed in the current study in that boys were found to be 
more optimistic than girls. This contradicts the findings of Fisher & Leitenberg 
(1986) in which no gender differences were found in elementary aged children's 
explanatory style and Yates, Yates & Lippett (1995) and Seligman (1990) in which 
girls were found to be more optimistic. Further study is needed to determine if boys 
in 1997 are more optimistic than girls since the results of the present study are based 
on a very small sample of boys (n=33). 
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Other findings from the current study that address the explanatory 
style/learning orientation interactions include that, overall, most children were 
optimistic and helpless followed closely by optimistic and mastery oriented children. 
More girls were found to be optimistic and helpless as expected and more boys 
were found to be optimistic and mastery oriented. A small percentage of the 
children fell within the pessimistic category; however, of those children that scored 
as pessimistic most were also helpless. This supports the claim made by Hoeksema, 
Seligman & Girgus (1986) that in elementary aged children pessimism is associated 
with more helpless behaviors. Overall, children who were helpless had higher 
GPA's than those children who were mastery oriented. Also, those children who 
were optimistic had higher GPA's than those children who were pessimistic. In 
looking at boys and girls separately, boys who were pessimistic and mastery 
oriented had the highest GP A ' s and girls who were optimistic and helpless had the 
highest GPA' s. In summary, boys who are pessimistic and mastery oriented are 
able to maintain high grades, even though past research shows that pessimism is 
highly related to lower levels of achievement and helpless behaviors. Optimistic 
boys were also doing fine in the classroom On the other hand, girls who are 
pessimistic are unable to maintain grades comparable to girls who are optimistic. In 
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looking at grade point averages overall it is important to note that on average boys 
and girls reported exactly the same grade point average. Even though girls were 
found to be more helpless than boys, it does not seem to be affecting their academic 
performance. 
So, third and fourth grade girls are already showing more helpless behaviors 
than boys, but overall they are still optimistic and receiving the same grades as boys. 
Further research is needed to examine what will happen to these girls when they 
reach junior high. Will they follow the tradition of becoming more pessimistic and 
therefore watch their grades drop? Or have times changed and girls will remain 
optimistic throughout junior high, keep their grades up and pursue careers in math 
and science along with boys? 
Since no other study has been conducted that addresses the relationship 
between explanatory style, learning orientation, gender and academic performance 
among elementary aged children, these results, although few were found to be 
significant, yield important information for future study. Are elementary boys more 
optimistic than girls? Why are elementary girls still exhibiting helpless behaviors? 
Are teachers still unconsciously treating boys and girls differently in the classroom? 
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As with any research this study is not without limitations. As mentioned 
previously the sample was relatively small (n=83). Also the children who 
completed the questionnaires were from a white, lower-middle class, college 
university community, so the population sampled lacked diversity. Another 
concern is that the children reported relatively high grade point averages that may 
not be typical of other third and fourth graders. Finally, the two measures used in 
this study (CASQ and IAR) need to be examined further for their ceiling and floor 
effects and preferably a more reliable and updated scale needs to be developed to 
measure learning orientation for use in future research. 
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Children's Attributional Style Questionnaire 
Intellectual Achievement Responsibility Scale 
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CASQ 
1. You get an A on a test. 
A. I am smart. 
B. I am good in the subject that the test was in. 
2. You play a game with some friends and you win. 
A. The people that I played with did not play the game well. 
B. I play that game well. 
3. You spend the night at a friend' s house and you have a good time. 
A. My friend was in a friendly mood that night. 
B. Everyone in my friend' s family was in a friendly mood that night 
4. You go on vacation with a group of people and you have fun. 
A. I was in a good mood. 
B. The people I was with were in good moods. 
5. All of your friends catch a cold except you. 
A. I have been healthy lately. 
B. I am a healthy person. 
6. Your pet gets run over by a car. 
A. I don' t take good care of my pets. 
B. Drivers are not cautious enough. 
7 . Some kids you know say that they don't like you. 
A. Once in a while people are mean to me. 
B. Once in a while I am mean to other people. 
8. You get very good grades. 
A. Schoolwork is simple. 
B. I am a hard worker. 
9. You meet a friend and your friend tells you that you look nice. 
A. My friend felt like praising the way people looked that day. 
B. Usually my friend praises the way people look. 
10. A good friend tells you that he hates you. 
A. My friend was in a bad mood that day. 
B. I wasn't nice to my friend that day. 
11. You tell a joke and no one laughs. 
A. I don't tell jokes well. 
B. The joke is so well known that it is no longer funny. 
12. Your teacher gives a lesson and you do not understand it. 
A. I didn't pay attention to anything that day. 
B. I didn' t pay attention when my teacher was talking. 
13. You fail a test. 
A. My teacher makes hard tests. 
B. The past few weeks, my teacher has made hard tests. 
14. You gain a lot of weight and start to look fat. 
A. The food that I have to eat is fattening. 
B. I like to eat fattening food. 
15. A person steals money from you. 
A. That person is dishonest. 
B. People are dishonest. 
16. Your parents praise something that you make. 
A. I am good at making some things. 
B My parents like some things I make. 
17. You play a game and win money. 
A. I am a lucky person. 
B. I am lucky when I play games. 
18. You almost drown when swimming in a river. 
A. I am not a very cautious person. 
B. B. Some days I am not a cautious person. 
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19. You are invited to a lot of parties. 
A. A lot of people have been acting friendly toward me lately. 
B. I have been acting friendly toward a lot of people lately. 
20. A grown up yells at you. 
A. That person yelled at the first person he saw. 
B. That person yelled at a lot of people he saw that day. 
21. You do a project with a group of kids and it turns out badly. 
A. I don't work well with the people in the group. 
B. I never work well with a group. 
22. You make a new friend. 
A. I am a nice person. 
B. The people that I meet are nice. 
23. You have been getting along well with your family. 
A. I am easy to get along with when I am with my family. 
B. Once in a while I am easy to get along with when I am with my family. 
24. You try to sell candy, but no one will buy any. 
A. Lately a lot of children are selling things, so people don' t want to buy anything 
else from children. 
B. People don' t like to buy things from children. 
25. You play a game and you win. 
A. Sometimes I try as hard as I can at games. 
B. Sometimes I try as hard as I can. 
26. You get a bad grade in school 
A. I am stupid. 
B. Teachers are unfair graders. 
27. You walk into a door and you get a bloody nose. 
A. I wasn' t looking where I was going. 
B. I have been careless lately. 
28. You miss the ball and your team loses the game. 
A. I didn't try hard while playing ball that day. 
B. I usually do not try hard when I am playing ball. 
29. You twist your ankle in gym class. 
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A. The past few weeks, the sports we played in gym class have been dangerous. 
B. The past few weeks I have been clumsy in gym class. 
30. Your parents take you to the beach and you have a good time. 
A. Everything at the beach was nice that day. 
B. The weather at the beach was nice that day. 
31. You take a train which arrives so late that you miss a movie. 
A. The past few days there have been problems with the train being on time. 
B. The trains are almost never on time. 
32. Your mother makes your favorite dinner. 
A. There are a few things that my mother will do to please me. 
B. My mother likes to please me. 
33. A team that you are on loses a game. 
A. The team members don't play well together. 
B. That day the team members didn' t play well together. 
34. You finish your homework quickly. 
A. Lately I have been doing everything quickly. 
B. Lately I have been doing schoolwork quickly. 
35. Your teacher asks you a question and you give the wrong answer. 
A. I get nervous when I have to answer questions. 
B. That day I got nervous when I had to answer questions. 
36. You get on the wrong bus and you get lost. 
A. That day I wasn' t paying attention to what was going on. 
B. I usually don' t pay attention to what is going on. 
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37. You go to an amusement park and you have a good time. 
A. I usually enjoy myself at amusement parks. 
B. I usually enjoy myself. 
38. An older kid slaps you in the face. 
A. I teased his younger brother. 
B. His younger brother told him I had teased him. 
39. You get all the toys you want on your birthday. 
A. People always guess right as to what toys to buy me for my birthday. 
B. This birthday, people guessed right as to what toys I wanted. 
40. You take a vacation in the country and you have a wonderful time. 
A. The country is a beautiful place to be. 
B. The time of the year that we went was beautiful 
41 . Your neighbors ask you over for dinner. 
A. Sometimes people are in kind moods. 
B. People are kind. 
42. You have a substitute teacher and she likes you. 
A. I was well behaved during class that day. 
B. I am almost always well behaved during class. 
43. You make your friends happy. 
A. I am a fun person to be with. 
B. Sometimes I am a fun person to be with. 
44. You get a free ice cream cone. 
A. I was friendly to the ice cream man that day. 
B. The ice cream man was feeling friendly that day. 
45. At your friend' s party the magician asks you to help him out. 
A. It was just luck that I got picked. 
B. I looked really interested in what was going on. 
46. You try to convince a kid to go to the movies with you, but he won' t go. 
Explanatory Style 41 
A. That day he did not feel like doing anything. 
B. That day he did not feel like going to the movies. 
47 Your parents get a divorce. 
A. It is hard for people to get along well when they are married. 
B. It is hard for my parents to get along well when they are married. 
48. You have been trying to get into a club and you don' t get in. 
A. I don't get along well with other people. 
B. I can't get along well with the people in the club. 
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IAR 
1. When you have trouble understanding something in school, is it usually 
A. because the teacher didn't explain it clearly, or 
B. because you didn' t listen carefully? 
2. When you read a story and can't remember much of it, is it usually 
A. because the story wasn't written well, or 
B. because you weren' t interested in the story? 
3. Suppose you study to become a teacher, scientist, or doctor and you fail. Do you 
think this would happen 
A. because you did not work bard enough, or 
B. because you needed some help, and other people didn't give it to you? 
4. When you find it hard to work arithmetic or math problems at school it is, 
A. because you didn' t study well enough before you tried them, or 
B. because the teacher gave problems that were too hard? 
5. When you forget something you heard in class, is it 
A. because the teacher didn't explain it very well, or 
B. because you didn't try very hard to remember it? 
6. When you don' t do well on a test, is it 
A. because the test was especially hard, or 
B. because you didn' t study for it? 
7. If a teacher didn ' t pass you to the next grade, would it probably be 
A. because she "had it in for you", or 
B. because your school work wasn't good enough? 
8. Suppose that you don' t do as well as usual in a subject at school. Would this 
probably happen 
A. because you weren't as careful as usual, or 
B. because somebody bothered you and kept you from working? 
'Ji ' 
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9. Suppose you ~ m>t sme about the answer to a question your teacher asks you 
and the answer you p. turns out to be wrong. Is it likely to happen 
A. because she wu mxc particular than usual, or 
B. because you answered too quickly? 
10. If a teacher says to you, "Try to do better," would it be 
A. because this is something she might say to get pupils to try harder, or 
B. because your work wasn't as good as usual? 
